An English literature lecturer at Delhi University, Geeta Seshamani, was cruising along the interstate between Agra and Delhi-a major tourist route-when she noticed a large brown blob moving in a most unusual manner between the two freeways. As she came closer, she could see that the brown blob was fuzzy-some sort of a large mammal. Eventually she could see that the animal was a bear-a sloth bear-pacing back and forth on her hind legs in response to the tug of a rope that ran through her bloody, infected muzzle. She bobbed while the man jerking the rope visited windows of cars that slowed or stopped, seeking out tourists, inviting them to take a photograph with the bear, or ride the bear, all the while begging for money. Some passersby were stricken with pity for the bear, others empathized with the beggar, and so they pulled out a few wrinkled Indian rupees; foreigners offered five or ten dollar bills-a small fortune for a beggar in India.
dirty dancing

Kalandar People and "Dancing" Bears
Marginalized geographically as well as by poverty and illiteracy, the Kalandar people live scattered throughout the nation of India (in the states of Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Maharashtra, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, West Bengal, Rajasthan, Delhi-the capital-and the newly formed states of Jharkhand and Chattisgarh). The Kalandars are traditionally a nomadic people living on the margins of Indian society in tents (bamboo and plastic) or mud huts, who often do not have access to potable water, toilets, or health care.
For centuries the Kalandars exploited sloth bears, forcing them to "dance" for money in the streets. They purchased cubs from a tribal poacher, who snatched them from the wilds of India, separating cubs from their mothers at a very young age, often killing the mothers in the process. Bears were important to the Kalandar people because they had so little. The income from a single "dancing" bear could support an extended Kalandar family of 10 to 12 members: During India's tourist season, which lasts about six months (October to March), dancing bears dependably brought in 150-200 rupees ($3 to $4) a day, considerably more if bolstered by the occasional $5 or $10 bill from a passing tourist. During the off season, Kalandars moved from village to village with these "dancing" bears, and in return for a village performance, received grain, wheat flour, vegetables, and so on. The annual income from one sloth bear would likely be something between 36,000 and 50,000 rupees ($600-$1000 u.s., and per capita income in India is just a little more than $1,500).
"Dancing bears" are one of India's most bizarre "livelihoods." For centuries marginalized tribal people poached sloth bears, trained them to "dance," and used them as street performers, soliciting spare change-often aggressively. Kalandars view sloth bears in the same way that people in animal agriculture view cattle and chickens and pigs-nothing more than means to an end, that end being money. Kalandars, like dairy and poultry farmers, do not recognize the animals in their care as individuals, capable of suffering, with hopes and fears all their own. Nor do they think of the suffering they cause when they exploit other animals for personal profit. Kalandars, like those working in animal agriculture, do not form emotional bonds with the animals they own. Dancing bears, like cattle and pigs and turkeys, are viewed as merely a source of income, and so they are disposed of and exchanged as deemed advantageous, and quickly dispatched if sick, old, or otherwise no longer profitablejust as dairy cattle are sent to slaughter when milk production drops. Parting with a bear is not an emotional issue for Kalandars; it is a financial calculation. When a bear cub is available at a reasonable price, they upgrade, selling their trained bear to another Kalandar family for $300 to $500.
